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Exploring definitional and integrative issues in IMC education 
 





Integrated marketing communication (IMC) is a major communication development that has 
influenced practice and education (Gould, Grein, & Lerman, 1999; Kitchen & Schultz, 2003). 
In the 1990s, advertising and public relations educators were sceptical of IMC’s impact on 
student knowledge and curriculum design (Gould et al., 1999; Griffin & Pasadeos, 1998). 
Since that time, although the discipline has advanced, there has been a limited number of IMC 
studies within education settings. This paper explores how introductory units in an 
undergraduate IMC major define stakeholders, segmentation, and relationships between 
disciplines by analysing prescribed texts used as a basis for learning and assessment. Within 
this localised educational context, results showed a more congruent relationship between IMC 
and advertising than between IMC and public relations in terms of the definition and 
segmentation of stakeholders. Further, differences in IMC’s conceptualisation of the nature of 
its relationships with advertising and public relations were identified. The study recommends 
educators recognise and discuss these similarities and differences in order to enhance student 
understanding. Educators could use a range of teaching strategies that depict clear integration 
practices and involve peers from related disciplines in content development and course 
design.  
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Purpose and Literature Summary 
 
The study explores how teaching and learning tools used in core units for an undergraduate 
IMC major identify and define stakeholders and therefore, influence student understanding of 
the practice of IMC, advertising and public relations. 
 
IMC is held to be a major communication development. IMC integrates an organisation’s 
communication functions, such as advertising, public relations and sales promotion to deliver 
a clear and consistent message about an organisation and its products (Kotler, 2000, as cited 
in Proctor & Kitchen, 2002). However, its value in reshaping advertising and public relations 
education continues to be debated in light of its impact on student knowledge, curriculum 
design and course sequencing (Gould et al., 1999; Griffin & Pasadeos, 1998; Wightman, 
1999). Griffin and Pasadeos’s (1998) study indicated that educators were concerned the 
merger of advertising and public relations into an IMC framework would impair students’ 
knowledge in any single discipline. In order to develop an appropriate model for IMC 
education,  Hutton (1996) suggested curricula should use a sequence of modules or building 
blocks and invite educators and practitioners in marketing, advertising, and public relations to 
debate the potential contributions of each discipline.  
 
Even with substantial progress in the practice and education of IMC, authors call for 
continued development of both theory and practice (Luxton & Reid, 2003; McArthur & 
Griffin, 1997). While a range of dimensions are significant to the development of IMC, this 
study selects two for investigation within an education setting: 1) stakeholder definitions and 
segmentation approaches in and across disciplines in IMC, and 2) relationships between 
disciplines in IMC. Phelps (1996) posits that these dimensions affect the rate of 
implementation and levels of success in IMC campaigns. If such dimensions affect the 
practice of IMC, then educators should prepare students, the industry’s future practitioners, to 
understand, respond to and improve the practice of IMC. McArthur and Griffin’s (1997) 
position that “what may be obvious to practitioners and academics should not be taken for 
granted from a pedagogical point of view” is an interesting starting point for educators (p. 
25). 
 
A complete examination of the two dimensions of definition and integration is beyond the 
parameters of this paper. Instead, this study selects stakeholders as a focal point for analysing 
definitional and integrative issues associated with teaching an IMC sequence. Stakeholders 
are defined as “a person or group of persons who has a vested interest in the activities or 
performance of an organisation” (Viljoen & Dann, 2003, p. 205). Stakeholders are common to 
IMC, advertising, and public relations as they are the targets for all disciplines’ campaigns 
(Batra, Myers, & Aaker, 1996; Belch & Belch, 2002; Buer, 2002; Cutlip, Center & Broom, 
2000; Duncan, 2002; Hutton, 1996; Kitchen & Schultz, 2003). While some aspects are unique 
to each discipline, stakeholders who are often characterised as target markets, target audiences 
and target publics, are also significant to organisational viability. As such, a key skill of 
graduates is their ability to accurately and appropriately identify stakeholders. Organisations 
that identify, understand and orient themselves toward stakeholders are more likely to be 
successful (Heugens, Van den Bosch & Van Riel, 2002; Scholem & Mavondo, 2003), and 
show enhanced business profitability (Murphy, Maguiness, Pescott & Wislang, 2003).  
 
Through a stakeholder focus, this study examines how the two dimensions of definition and 
integration that affect the practice of IMC are treated in the education of IMC by asking two 
research questions.  
 
RQ1: How are definitions of and segmentation approaches to stakeholders reported in 
text books used in core units for an IMC major? 
 
RQ2: How is the relationship between IMC and advertising, and IMC and public 





This exploratory study is set within a business school which offers separate majors in IMC, 
advertising, public relations and marketing. All students in the undergraduate IMC major 
must commence with units in IMC, advertising and public relations. The sample for this study 
consists of eight chapters across three prescribed texts, which are used in the sequence of 
units for the IMC major as a basis for knowledge and assessment. In 2004, 390 students were 
enrolled in the IMC unit, 468 students were enrolled in the advertising unit, and 474 students 
were enrolled in the public relations unit. The sample was selected for its ability to provide 
insight into a localised learning environment, as opposed to a practical environment. The 
specific prescribed texts are Belch and Belch’s (2002) Advertising and promotion: An 
integrated marketing communications perspective, Cutlip, Center and Broom’s (2000) 
Effective public relations, and Duncan’s (2002) Integrated Marketing Communications. In 
line with the research questions, the specific units of analysis are each text’s discussion of 
stakeholders, and discussion of either the integrated or discrete disciplines. The content 
analysis of texts to reflect on teaching content, trends, and the reporting of marketing ideology 
has been used in several studies (see for example Carpraro & Carparo, 2002; Enterline, 2004; 
Hackley, 2003).   
 
Data were analysed in three stages. First, data from all three texts were content analysed 
against categories of stakeholder definitions and segmentation to answer research question 
one. Next, these results were compared to identify similarities and differences between the 
categories. Third, the integration discussion was drawn from the advertising and public 
relations texts’ discussion of their respective relationship with IMC against that described 
within the IMC text. Themes emerged out of the data, emphasising the significance for 
meaning within context (Bryman, 2001). While this research is limited by its sample of three 
prescribed texts, the authors of the texts are well cited in their fields. Additionally, the use of 




Stakeholder Definitions and Segmentation Approaches 
 
The two texts on IMC and advertising primarily discuss stakeholders in terms of customers or 
prospects in relation to product brand building. However, both IMC and advertising texts 
acknowledge the complementary role of non-customer stakeholders including employees and 
suppliers in relation to corporate brand building. In contrast, the public relations text identifies 
and refines stakeholder groups into publics that are either nonpublics or latent, aware, or 
active publics. Publics are defined without preference and in terms of their recognition and 
response to organisational issues. Therefore, in addition to using relational rather than role-
based categories, public relations’ use of nonpublics indicates differences in definitions. 
 
Building on the different definitions of stakeholders held by advertising and IMC as 
compared to public relations, the analysis also revealed different approaches to organising or 
segmenting stakeholders. IMC and advertising focus on customer or prospect market 
segments which favour profit generation. According to the IMC text, segmentation starts with 
identifying and profiling current customers (Duncan, 2002). Segmentation criteria include: 
demographics, psychographics, relationship level, and benefits sought. All four criteria 
descriptions talk only about customer or prospect stakeholders. The advertising text 
recommends a similar approach to segmentation, which “divides the market up into distinct 
groups that have common needs and will respond similarly to a marketing action” (Belch & 
Belch, 2002, p. 44). This advertising text suggest five bases for segmentation: geographic, 
demographic, psychographic, behaviouristic, and benefit criteria (Belch & Belch, 2002). 
 
The public relations text segments stakeholders based on their relationship to an issue or 
situation. The key point of difference relates to a conceptualisation of stakeholders beyond 
consumers or prospects, showing limited agreement to IMC and advertising. Public relations 
goes “beyond demographics or psychographics to include relevant indicators of common 
recognition of mutual interests and situational variables that tie certain individuals but not 
others to specific situations or issues” (Cutlip et al, 2000, p. 269). The public relations text 
argues that specific issues and situations determine the composition and size of publics, which 
normally fall into four groups: all issue publics, apathetic publics, single-issue publics, and 
hot-issue publics (Grunig, 1983, as cited in Cutlip et al, 2000).  
 
However, despite these different approaches to organising stakeholders, all three texts 
supported a movement away from a mass marketing approach. The IMC text suggested that 
segmentation has become more important “as marketing moves away from mass marketing” 
and reported the significance of one-on-one segmentation (Duncan, 2002, p 238). However, 
the IMC text indicated that the practice is somewhere in between these two extremes. The 
public relations text argued that practitioners discard notions about ‘the general public’ and 
use clearly defined target publics to develop effective campaigns (Cutlip et al, 2000). 
 
Relationship between IMC and Advertising and IMC and Public Relations 
 
Issues relating to the integration of the communication functions are acknowledged in all 
three prescribed texts and characterised in Figure 1. 
 
 
In considering the relationship between advertising and IMC, the advertising text situates 
itself on the same level as IMC. The advertising text suggests the advertising industry 
recognised IMC as more than a fad, despite IMC’s shift of marketing dollars away from 
media advertising (Belch & Belch, 2002). Conversely, the IMC text considers advertising as 
one of the key elements within the communication mix. The text characterises advertising’s 
contribution to marketing communication in terms of its broad reach to audiences and 
effectiveness in generating awareness (Duncan, 2002). 
 
The text reporting of the relationship between IMC and public relations is more complex, 
referring instead to the relationship between marketing and public relations. The IMC text 
places public relations on an equal level to advertising but subordinate to IMC. Further, the 
IMC text acknowledges that “many marketing people in the past did not always recognise or 
appreciate the value of public relations departments” (Duncan, 2002, p. 529). The public 
relations text argues that the rationale for integration comes from the marketing function and 
its relationships with customers. The text also notes that the marketing function views public 
relations “simply as another tool in the marketing arsenal” (Cutlip et al, 2000, p. 77). While 
the public relations text agrees with cooperation, it does not support cooptation (Cutlip et al, 
Figure 1: Models of the Relationships 
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Advertising text’s view of 
relationship with IMC 
Public relations text’s view of 
relationship with IMC 
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with advertising and public 
relations 
2000). Accordingly, the IMC text suggests that in “turf battles between the two functions, 
public relations people typically focused on government, community, and media groups and 
were not much involved in the management of customer relationships” (Duncan, 2002, p. 
529). Although both IMC and public relations texts support the notion of cooperation, Duncan 
(2002) posits that “IMC, with its relationship focus, is helping to introduce concepts to 
marketing professionals that public relations professionals have known about for years, such 
as the importance of stakeholder relationships” (p. 529). 
 
 
Discussion and Conclusions 
 
Key similarities and differences between the definitions and relationships for each function in 
texts examined mirror the issues associated with the practice of IMC. The differences, 
described below, increase the responsibilities of educators in developing students’ and future 
IMC practitioners’ understanding of IMC. Overall, the exploratory study shows more 
agreement in the relationship between IMC and advertising than between IMC and public 
relations.  
 
A comparison of stakeholder definition and segmentation approaches in both advertising and 
IMC revealed a gap. Although both disciplines value customer and non-customer 
stakeholders, segmentation approaches referred only to customer and prospect market 
segmentation. In contrast, the public relations text identifies stakeholder groups yet refines 
these in relation to their responses to issues or situations. Such identification and 
segmentation of stakeholders would require different research methods in practice. Further 
studies could examine and compare the research implications in IMC. Given advertising and 
IMC’s emphasis on customer-related stakeholders, it is perhaps implied that within IMC, the 
public relations function is responsible for non-customer stakeholders. This is encouraged by 
Proctor and Kitchen (2002) who suggest that “marketing communication and corporate 
communications interface effectively – not only with current and prospective customers but 
also with key stakeholders who could impact on organisational performance” (Proctor & 
Kitchen, 2002, p. 144-5). Further research into this area would provide a clearer 
understanding of the integration of stakeholders in IMC programs. 
 
In considering the relationship amongst the disciplines, both the advertising and public 
relations texts disagree with IMC’s conceptualisation of the nature of their subordinate 
relationships. The advertising text positions advertising as an equal partner with IMC. More 
significantly, the public relations text suggested that public relations is equal to marketing and 
thereby dominant to IMC. This description reflects more on the relationship between 
marketing and public relations and responds more to ‘marketing public relations’ which refers 
to public relations as a supportive role to marketing (Cornelissen & Harris, 2004).  
 
These results suggest two teaching and learning challenges for educators. Firstly, educators, 
from all disciplines, have a higher responsibility to account for these differences in their 
discussions with students. Wightman (1999) argues that students lack an overall 
understanding of the communication environment within organisations. Further investigation 
into the treatment of stakeholder definitions, segmentation approaches as well as integration 
issues is required. Secondly, an appropriate sequence of subjects that builds student 
understanding and critical thinking skills might better prepare them to make sense of the 
differences. An understanding of students’ approaches to segmentation would also be critical 
to educators from all disciplines. An educational response to issues presented within this IMC 
study will create better prepared students and managers (Buer, 2002). Among other strategies, 
educators could use case studies that depict clear integration, work with peers from the related 
disciplines to develop content and determine subject sequencing, and set assessment items to 
examine integration issues. Further research in this area should examine a wider sample of 
texts and other teaching resources, as well as seek to understand student perceptions in order 
to develop more inclusive segmentation strategies. The disciplines’ shared orientation toward 
stakeholders provides a platform from which to continue to develop clearer definitions and 
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